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Bayard Rustin
Bayard Rustin was a civil rights organizer and 
activist, best known for his work as adviser to 
Martin Luther King Jr. in the 1950s and '60s. He is 
widely known as the man who organized MLK 
Jr's March on Washington, which was one of the 
largest non-violent protests ever held in the United 
States [1] 

"We need, in every community, a group of angelic 
troublemakers…" Bayard Rustin 
. 

Rustin was born in Pennsylvania in 1912, where he  
was raised as a Quaker. He excelled as a student, athlete, and singer. Rustin began 
his career as a political and social justice activist in 1937 when he moved to New 
York and became a community organizer, hired to work with youth on the problem 
of segregation as well as to advocate an anti-war position.  [1] 

As a committed pacifist, Rustin refused to register for the draft, and served three 
years in prison, beginning in 1943, as a way of protesting the war. In 1947,  Bayard 
Rustin helped plan the first “freedom ride” in the South, where riders engaged in 
direct protest by intentionally violating the segregated seating demanded on 
Southern buses and trains. Along the way, they were beaten, arrested and            
                                                        fined. Eventually arrested in North  
                                                        Carolina, Rustin served 22 days on a 
                                                        chain gang. In the late 1940s, Mr. Rustin    
                                                        was instrumental in securing President      
                                                        Truman’s order eliminating segregation in  
                                                         the armed forces. [1] 

  



with Walter Naegle, Rustin's partner from the 1970's until his death in the late 
80s. In a 1987 interview with the Village Voice, Rustin said, “I think the gay 
community has a moral obligation … to do whatever is possible to encourage 
more and more gays to come out of the closet.” For his part, he worked to bring 
the AIDS crisis to the attention of the NAACP, once predicting, “Twenty-five, 30 
years ago, the barometer of human rights in the United States were black people. 
That is no longer true. The barometer for judging the character of people in regard 
to human rights is now those who consider themselves gay, homosexual, lesbian.” 
[2] 

Late in life, Bayard Rustin gave numerous interviews discussing how anti-gay 
prejudice had affected his life’s work. He was invited to address gay and lesbian 
groups and testified on behalf of New York City’s gay rights bill. [1] 

Rustin died on August 24, 1987, of a perforated appendix. An obituary in The 
New York Times reported, "Looking back at his career, Mr. Rustin, a Quaker, once 
wrote: 'The principal factors which influenced my life are 1) nonviolent tactics; 2) 
constitutional means; 3) democratic procedures; 4) respect for human personality; 
5) a belief that all people are one.' " Rustin was survived by Walter Naegle, his 
partner of ten years.. [3] 
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As a gay man, relatively open for his 
time, Bayard Rustin experienced anti- 
gay prejudice in addition to racial 
discrimination. Because of his sexual 
orientation as well as his controversial 
political positions, he was often seen as a 
political liability and given roles that 
occurred behind the scenes. Arrested in 
1953 on a “morals charge,” he lost his 
job, but found work with another anti- 
war group. During the 1980s, Rustin also
opened up publicly about his sexuality 
which had largely been covered up by 
his political affiliates since the 1950s.  
This coincided with his falling in love  

. 



1. Protests: a statement or action expressing disapproval of or objection to something 

2. Activist: a person who works or campaigns to bring about political or social change. 

3. Segregation: the enforced separation of different racial groups in a country, 
community, or establishment 

4. Pacifict: a person who believes that war and violence are unjustifiable. 

5. Draft: a system for selecting young men for required military service 

6. Instrumental: necessary or influential in making something happen 

7. Sexual Orientation/Sexuality: who a person is drawn to or attracted to emotionally 
and romantically  

8. Controversial: likely to create disagreement 

9. Liability: a person or thing whose presence or behavior is likely to cause 
embarrassment or put one at a disadvantage 

10. Coincided: happened at the same time as  

11. "Out of the closet": to publicly announce a truth that one has kept hidden, 
especially one's sexuality. 

12. Barometer: something that reflects changes in circumstances or opinions. 



1. How does one’s identity shape his or her actions? 
     a. Give an example of how your identity has shaped your actions. 

2. What does it mean to be an insider? What does it mean to be an 
outsider? 
     a. In what ways or areas was Rustin an "insider" and in what  
        ways was he an "outsider?" 
     b. In what have you been an "insider?" An "outsider?" 
    
3. Why are people pressured to highlight certain aspects of their identity and to 
hide or downplay other parts?  
     a. What effect does this have on those individuals? 
     b. What effect does this have on society as a whole? 

4. Historians have called Rustin the “invisible man” and the “unknown hero” of the 
civil rights movement. Why do you think Rustin has been hidden from history? 
         a. Do you see him as a hero? Why or why not? 

4. In addition to the civil rights movement, what other historical moments, 
movements, or stories have been told without LGBT voices? 
         a. How does this affect how we think about these stories? 

5. How do communities amplify their voices? 
         a. What examples have you seen in the news or on television recently of      
            groups attempting to be heard? 



Source: Kansas City Repertory Theater. Blueprints to Freedom: An Ode to Bayard Rustin.                  
            http://kcrep.org/knowblueprints. Retrieved November 1, 2017. 

Review the timeline above and note any relevant 
information you can use for your response to the prompt in 
the Performance Task. 
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            http://kcrep.org/knowblueprints. Retrieved November 1, 2017. 

Read and annotate this excerpt from Audre Lorde's essay.



Read and annotate these 2 excerpts, both primary sources, written by Bayard 
Rustin between 1942 and 1965.  

Source: Kansas City Repertory Theater. Blueprints to Freedom: An Ode to Bayard Rustin.                  
            http://kcrep.org/knowblueprints. Retrieved November 1, 2017. 



Watch the video and take notes on events and ideas related to Bayard Rustin's 
message and how his identity shaped that message. 

Source: Youtube.com The Civil Rights Movement's Gay Hero You've Never Heard Of. Retrieved 
November 1, 2017. 
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